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Abstract
　 This study is the first of five ar ticles in preparation exploring the presentation of the 
relationship between Jesus of Nazareth and John the Baptist in the New Testament.  The fact that 
this theme is presented not only in the Synoptic Gospel but also in the Gospel of John, as well as 
in the Act of the Apostles, allows us to assume that this topic was of crucial importance to those 
who contributed to establishing the tradition of the Church and the canon of the Bible.  In this 
study we investigate the presentation of the relationship between Jesus and John and their 
movements in the Gospel of Matthew.  For Matthew, Jesus’ Messianic dignity is axiomatic.  
However, Matthew was aware that not all Jesus’ followers and especially the followers of John the 
Baptist shared his conviction.  For this reason, his presentation of the relationship between Jesus 
and John leads towards the recognition that John was the prophet working to prepare the way for 
the promised Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth.  His account contains crucial information concerning 
John’s movement, and its subordination to the movement of Jesus.
Introduction
　 The relationship between Jesus of Nazareth and John the Baptist is one of the themes that 
was given considerable attention by all four Evangelists, which makes it peculiar when we 
consider the presence of the topic also in John’s Gospel.  Even stranger is the presence of this 
theme in the Acts of the Apostles (Ac 19) which refers to a time more than twenty years after 
John was executed.  The Evangelists’ interest in the topic does not seem to have a merely 
historical purpose, rather, it reflects a problem that the first generation of Jesus’ followers had 
to solve, namely, to convince the readers that the true Messiah was Jesus of Nazareth, and not 
John the Baptist.  This may seem obvious to us today, but it was not self-evident to the followers 
of John, and probably also for some of Jesus’ believers, which would explain the inclusion of the 
topic in all four Gospels, but also implies that the topic is included with an apologetical purpose.
　 In the following study we will investigate in a progressive way the presentations of the theme 
in all the writings of the New Testament, beginning with the Gospel of Matthew.  It seems that 
for Matthew the Messianic dignity of Jesus is axiomatic and for this reason he starts the Gospel 
with Jesus’ genealogy that proves the credibility of the axiom.  This is in accordance with 
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Jewish tradition (Mt 1, 1―17).  The rest of the narrative introducing Jesus concerns his infancy 
(Mt 1, 18―2, 23), that is immediately followed by an account concerning the activities of John 
the Baptist in Judea.  (Mt 3, 1―12), which are the direct background for the public appearance 
of Jesus.  The Gospel of Matthew contains several references regarding the relationship 
between Jesus and John scattered in different parts of the narrative in order to gradually 
advance the exposition of the topic, which is intended to reach the final conclusion concerning 
the prophetic dignity of John the Baptist.  The following is an analysis of all texts that directly 
regard the relationship between John the Baptist (Mt 3, 1) and Jesus of Nazareth (Mt 2, 23).
1．Ἐν δὲ ταῖς ἡμέραις ἐκείναις παραγίνεται Ἰωάννης ὁ βαπτιστὴς κηρύσσων ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας (Mt 3, 1)
Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea....1
　 After establishing the social and historical characteristic of Jesus (Mt 1―2), Matthew 
precedes with a presentation of John the Baptist (Mt 3, 1―12).  He starts with information 
regarding John’s preaching activity in the wilderness of Judea, which mainly concerns the topic 
of repentance that is connected with the coming of the eschatological times, referred to here as 
the “kingdom of heaven” (Mt 3, 2).  This minimal presentation of John’s activities shows him to 
be an influential figure who is an important link in the realization of the prophesy (Is 40, 3) 
regarding the preparation of the nation for the coming Messiah.  It automatically determines 
the function of John’s activity in leading the Jews to a recognition of their own sins.  This aim is 
the most important part of the preparation, and at the same time the main purpose of John’s 
prophetic activity. 
　 Matthew then complements the geographical information regarding John’s activity (Mt 3, 1) 
with some information concerning the John’s lifestyle (Mt 3, 4) that recalls that of the prophet 
Elijah (Mal 4, 5; Zech 13, 4; 2 Kgs 1, 8)2.  Connecting John the Baptist with Elijah is frequently 
used by Matthew to show John’s significant contribution in defending Judaism.  The rest of the 
section concerns John’s achievement and manner of teaching (Mt 3, 5―12) which starts with 
1 The full text: Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea, saying,2 “Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 3 For this is the one referred to by Isaiah the prophet, saying, “The voice of one crying in the 
wilderness, Make ready the way of the Lord, Make His paths straight!” 4 Now John himself had a garment of camel’s hair, 
and a leather belt about his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey.5 Then Jerusalem was going out to him, and all 
Judea, and all the district around the Jordan; 6 and they were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, as they confessed 
their sins.7 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, “You brood of 
vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8 “Therefore bring forth fruit in keeping with repentance; 9 and do 
not suppose that you can say to yourselves, we have Abraham for our father; for I say to you, that God is able from these 
stones to raise up children to Abraham.10 And the axe is already laid at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does 
not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.11 As for me, I baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is 
coming after me is mightier than I, and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 
fire.12 And His winnowing fork is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clear His threshing floor; and He will gather His 
wheat into the barn, but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” (Mt 3, 1―12 NAS)
2 G. R. Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Matthew, Zondervan 2010, Grand Rapids, pp. 111―112.
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one summary sentence regarding the positive response of the inhabitants of Judea to John’s 
teaching (Mt 3, 5)3.  This is shown by reference to the many who confessed their sins and were 
baptized by John in the river Jordan.  Given the strict Jewish context of the section, as well as 
public confession of sins, which in the Torah (Ezra 5, 5; Num 5, 6―7) usually marks the time of 
revival, it is possible to see that Matthew in this way suggests the beginning of the 
eschatological era, understood here as the coming of the Messiah.  Connecting the confession 
of sins with baptism (Mt 3, 6), which were not necessarily simultaneous, is considered by some 
scholars to be something unique4.  Baptism for Gentiles and proselytes was known to Judaism, 
but baptism was never performed for Jews.  In the period of the second Jerusalem Temple 
sacrifices were offered for the forgiveness of sins, and for joining the covenant with God 
circumcision was obligatory.  In this context, John’s activity was contrary to common practice 
of Jewish society, which makes his prophetic appearance to be something new, and not simply 
a correction of religious and social conduct (where the traditional form of prophetic activity 
was exercised).  This suggestion may be seen in Matthew’s presentation of John’s attitude to 
the Pharisees and Sadducees (Mt 3, 7).  The fact that members of these most influential 
religious groups recognized John’s activities and followed him directly confirms his 
extraordinary influence in the society, which gave him considerable power and aroused high 
expectation of him.  This aspect of John’s character is underlined even more in Matthew’s 
presentation of John’s uncompromising teaching addressed directly to the Pharisees and 
Sadducees (Mt 3, 7―10)5.  John calls them “the offspring of vipers”, which is a nickname that is 
radically negative as a characterization of their contribution to society (Mt 3, 7) that according 
to Matthew’s John was misleading the nation from the right course6.  If using the typology of 
the viper in the Paradise, where Adam and Eve were misled by the viper, these strong words of 
John boldly show them to be opposed to the will of God.  The negative evaluation of the 
Pharisees and Sadducees has general character, and it does not refer to all members of these 
two parties, because Mt 3, 7 indicates that some of them were coming to John to confess sins 
and to be baptized by him.  The sarcasm contained in the rhetorical question may refer to the 
fact that some of them not only recognized that the teaching of John was right, but also that 
they were aware of the consequences following their rejection of this teaching.  Some of the 
members of these two leading religious groups really converted, and became followers of John 
the Baptist, which naturally explains John’s obligation put on them to bring forth the true fruits 
of conversion (Mt 3, 8) that are a contradiction of their previous self-confidence based on their 
national religious heritage (Mt 3, 9).  Concerning this self-confidence Matthew’s John presents 
3 It is important to notice that Matthew shows the popularity of John, but he does not do it regarding Jesus (contrary to 
Mark- Mk 1, 32―45). The great impact of John’s activity is noted also by Josephus (Ant. 18.116―120).
4 S. Benétreau, Baptèmes et ablutions dans le Judaïsme: L’originalité de Jean-Baptiste, Foi Vie 80: 1981, pp. 96―108. 
5 The use of one article for both Pharisees and Sadducees indicates that Matthew sees them as one group which, despite 
radical differences in teaching and social attitudes, had a common negative attitude to the messianic movement of John 
and later also to Jesus’ messianic movement. L. Morris, The Gospel According to Mathew, Eerdmans1992, Grand Rapids, 
p. 56.
6 A similar expression is used by Matthew also in Mt 12, 34 and Mt 23, 33.
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the universal perspective of the heritage of Abraham’s faith, strongly insisting that everyone 
can became a “son of Abraham”, which is a direct criticism of the Pharisees and Sadducees’ 
narrow and nationalistic understanding of Abraham’s heritage.  John not only says that even a 
non-Jew can become a “son of Abraham” by joining the covenant with God, but also, he 
proclaims that even those who are in the covenant with God (the Jews) can be rejected (the ax 
is already laid at the root of the trees) due to their failure to bear fruit (Mt 3, 10)7.  In Mt 3, 10 
John directly presents the groups of people (Pharisees and Sadducees) that are to be judged8. 
Some of them managed to escape from the impending doom by accepting baptism from John, 
which is performed to make their repentance possible.  With these words John puts a limitation 
on his activity and its results, strongly underlining the preparatory character of his deeds. 
Although he can prepare people for repentance and changing their way of thinking and living, 
however, he is not able to “make of them a fruitful tree”, but he insists on the need to bring 
forth the fruit of faith (cf. Mt 3, 8).  Matthew’s John knows that some things cannot be done by 
him, but they will be done by the One who will come after him and whose power greatly 
exceeds that of John (Mt 3, 11).  When John baptized people for repentance, which indicates 
his considerable insistence on people’s inner conversion, in a way characteristic of the great 
prophets of old, the One to come will give the people the power of the Holy Spirit that will 
purify them like fire purifies precious metal, which will make them in the end to be a “new 
creation” 9.  The deeds of the One coming after John strongly indicate His messianic dignity, 
showing Him to be the only right judge (Mt 3, 12) whose judgment will be the final one.
　 Summing up: Mt 3, 1―12 shows John the Baptist as a very influential figure within Jewish 
society, who like the great prophets of old undertakes with considerable success the task of 
preparing the nation for the eschatological times.  He is extremely critical of the leading 
religious groups, who in his view, are neglecting their duty to prepare the nation for the long-
expected coming of the Messiah.  Although it seems that he does not subordinate himself to 
the leaders of the Jewish society, he openly confesses his inferiority to the coming One.
2． Τότε παραγίνεται ὁ Ἰησοῦς ἀπὸ τῆς Γαλιλαίας ἐπὶ τὸν Ἰορδάνην πρὸς τὸν Ἰωάννην τοῦ βαπτισθῆναι ὑπ᾽ αὐτοῦ. 
(Mt 3, 13)
7 The metaphor of the axe laid to the roots of the tree is common to the eschatological imaginary in the Old Testament (Is 
10, 33―34; Jr 11, 19; Ez 17, 1―4), and suggests imminence of judgment. G. R. Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on the 
New Testament. Matthew, pp. 114―115.
8 A. Paciorek, Ewangelia Według Świętego Mateusza [The Gospel of Matthew], Święty Paweł 2005, Łódź, pp. 156―157. 
9 The phrase “He will baptize you in the Holy Spirit and fire” is open to many different interpretations, among which the 
most common relates the baptism in the Holy Spirit to the gift of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 2, 12; Rm 8, 14―17), and the 
baptism in fire is related to judgment. This interpretation is shown by the eschatological background to John’s teaching 
(Mt 3, 8. 10). However, the clear presentation of the difference in dignity of John and of the Messiah (Jesus) suggests 
that the deeds of John and the Messiah, although similar, are nevertheless ontologically different. When John’s deeds 
allow that he be called the prophet, the deeds of the One to come leave no doubt that He is the Messiah. L. Morris, The 
Gospel According to Matthew, p. 60.
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Then Jesus arrived from Galilee at the Jordan coming to John, to be baptized by him.10
　 Matthew, after an extensive presentation of Jesus’ background (Mt 1―2), which is followed 
immediately by a short but coherent presentation of John the Baptist (Mt 3, 1―12), takes 
another logical step in advancing the narrative regarding the relationship between Jesus and 
John.  This is the first and only direct encounter between them in the Gospel of Matthew, which 
makes the account to be of crucial importance in Matthew’s presentation of this relationship. 
The account starts with a characteristic feature of Matthew’s writing style, a short but holistic 
presentation of the narrative background (Mt 3, 13), where in one sentence he offers three 
important items of information.  The first concerns Jesus coming from Galilee, which indicates 
that He was not one of the followers of John, but He recognized John’s activity11.  This 
information shows that Jesus was unknown to the society in Judea but does not mean that He 
was not familiar with this region.  Matthew’s presentation suggests that Jesus was another man 
who wanted to be baptized in order to repent.  Matthew’s Jesus comes from Galilee to the river 
Jordan in Judea with a determined purpose, namely, to be baptized by John.  Jesus’ reason for 
this action is not known to the readers, however, Matthew’s narrative suggests that the event of 
Jesus’ baptism was a necessary element in the narrative in order to show Jesus’ Messianic 
dignity, which, in our opinion, is the main aim of this subsection.  Then Matthew’s narrative 
turns into a kind of drama when John refuses to baptize Jesus (something that he did not do 
even in the case of the Pharisees and Sadducees).  The interpretation that Jesus was “not 
worthy” of John’s baptism is untenable, and the narrative leaves no room for doubt that the 
reason for John’s objection comes from his recognition of Jesus as “the One who will come after 
him” (Mt 3, 14).  John’s answer to Jesus’ request shows a feeling of great surprise on the part 
of John, who instantly recognize the dignity of Jesus, which comes (at this stage of narrative) 
from the difference between John’s “baptism with water” and Jesus’ “baptism in the Holy Spirit” 
(Mt 3, 14), that is seen following John’s self-understanding of his mission (Mt 3, 11)12. 
Matthew’s John, on the one hand, clearly understands that Jesus does not need “baptism with 
water” for repentance, and, on the other hand, he has a full consciousness of the necessity to be 
baptized in the Holy Spirit, which indirectly shows John’s perfect understanding of the fact that 
the Messianic era is coming.  Mt 3, 15 suggests that John was not really ready to easily abandon 
10 The full text:13 Then Jesus arrived from Galilee at the Jordan coming to John, to be baptized by him.14 But John tried to 
prevent Him, saying, “I have need to be baptized by You, and do You come to me?”15 But Jesus answering said to him, 
“Permit it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he permitted Him.16 And after 
being baptized, Jesus went up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened, and he saw the Spirit of 
God descending as a dove, and coming upon Him,17 and behold, a voice out of the heavens, saying, “This is My beloved Son, 
in whom I am well-pleased.” (Mt 3, 13―17 NAS)
11 Note that Matthew does not mention the family relation between them, or other things that would suggest any previous 
encounter. G. R. Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Matthew, p. 123. It makes their encounter to 
be their first meeting, which is turned by Matthew into the background that amplifies the theological meaning of the 
following conversation (Mt 3, 14―15).
12 D.A. Hagner, Matthew 1―13, Thomas Nelson 2000, Mexico City, p. 55.
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his conviction, which finally happened but only after Jesus’ argument that in this way He and 
John will fulfill something that both of them were established to fulfil13.  It indirectly points to 
necessity of cooperation from both sides in order fulfil the will of God14.  John, following his 
subordination to Jesus, took his part in fulfilling God’s will, which is shown in Mt 3, 16―17. 
After Jesus was baptized by John the revelation occurred (Mt 3, 16―17).  The phrase “he 
immediately got up from the water” is variously interpreted by scholars, however, we think that 
this phrase simply indicates the end of the encounter between Jesus and John15.  This phrase is 
following by an emphatic καὶ ἰδοὺ-behold (with which the next verse, Mt 3, 17, also begins), 
which amplifies the content of the revelation; but it does not necessarily indicate the fact that 
the revelation took place immediately after the baptism16.  The subsection regarding the 
revelation is a separate and coherent narrative, containing a description of Jesus being anointed 
by God, which makes it to be a private rather than a public event17.  The protagonist of the 
narrative is God, as is attested by the divine passive ἠνεῴχθησαν [αὐτῷ] οἱ οὐρανοί-the heavens 
were opened [for him] that shows the divine power undertaking the action (Mt 3, 16).  God’s 
action concerns the anointing of Jesus with the Spirit of God, which here means the official 
appointing of Jesus to fulfil God’s plan18.  This anointing is amplified by the following statement 
καὶ ἰδοὺ φωνὴ ἐκ τῶν οὐρανῶν λέγουσα-and behold, a voice out of the heavens, saying, which 
supplements in verbal form (Mt 3, 17) the symbolical exposition of Jesus’s anointing presented 
in Mt 3, 16.  God’s verbal statement starts again with an emphatic καὶ ἰδοὺ-behold (used also in 
Mt 3, 16) which automatically makes these two verses to be two different parts of the same 
exposition, with the common aim that is Matthew’s central point in his presentation of Jesus, 
namely: Jesus is the Messiah by the will of God.  In Mt 3, 17, God announces οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ υἱός 
μου-this is My beloved Son, which directly seems to indicate that the announcement is addressed 
to more than one person and has a public character.  However, following the observation of 
Homerski, who points to the fact that while Mt 3, 16 contains many similarities with the Old 
13 The thing that must be fulfilled by John and Jesus concerns “righteousness”, a term that is given different explanations 
by scholars in this context. For a short bibliography on this topic, cf. G. R. Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on the New 
Testament. Matthew, pp. 123―124. Among the many possibilities for the purpose of this study we prefer to interpret it in 
the most general meaning of “obeying God’s will”, which in this context may concern the end of John’s preparatory 
mission by performing the baptism of Jesus, whose messianic dignity is about to be manifested.
14 A. Paciorek, Gospel of the Matthew, p. 165.
15 After Mt 3, 13―16, there is no account of direct meeting between Jesus and John. For some proposals of different 
interpretations cf. A. Paciorek, Gospel of the Matthew, pp. 106―116.
16 Many scholars accept the interpretation that the revelation has occurred immediately after the baptism and it has a 
public character. G. R. Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Matthew, p. 124.
17 J. Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, Eerdmans 2005, Grand Rapids, p. 155.
18 There are two different interpretation of the phrase “and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and resting 
upon him”. The first interpretations amplifies the dove and its symbolic meaning. For various old interpretation in this 
way, cf. W.D. Davies, D.C. Allison, The Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Gospel to Saint Matthew, Edinburgh 
1988, T&T Clark, pp. 330―334. The second interpretation amplifies the expression “like a dove” which shows the way 
in which the anointing occurred. F. Filson, The Gospel According to St Matthew, A&B Black 1975, London, p. 68. We opt 
for the second interpretation.
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Testaments imaginary (Ez 1, 1―4), Mt 3, 17 is “a beautiful mosaic” composed almost entirely of 
many wonderful sayings from the Old Testament (a voice out of the heavens – Deut 4, 36; this is 
My beloved Son–Ps 2, 7; in whom I am well-pleased–Is 42, 1)19.  If we consider the fact that Mark 
(Mk 1, 1) and Luke (Lk 3, 22) have the version “You are my Son”, and also that Matthew’s 
version is commonly recognized as being secondary, it is possible to see that Matthew’s version 
“this is My beloved Son” is designed to function not as an indication of who addresses the 
revelation, but to link this revelation with those revelations and sayings of the Old Testament.
　 Summing up: the narrative of Mt 3, 13―17 was designed to show the culmination of John the 
Baptist’s activity with the recognition that Jesus is the Messiah (Mt 3, 14).  Preparation of the 
nation for the arrival of the Messiah was the movement that created the ground for the Messiah 
appearing, which Matthew presents in the narrative regarding Jesus’ baptism (Mt 3, 13―15).  In 
the act of baptizing Jesus, John fulfilled his mission, which in the narrative of the Gospel of 
Matthew is indicated by the absence of information about John’s baptism activity.  On the other 
hand, the narrative of Mt 3, 13―17 is also designed to indicate the messianic dignity of Jesus 
that is attested by God Himself (Mt 3, 17).  Matthew in the narrative of the Gospel shows 
clearly the line that draws an end to John’s activity, and this line is indicated by the appearance 
of Jesus as the Messiah.  In this way, he distinguishes between the man (John) about whom 
people had certain expectations, but not God, and the man (Jesus) about whom people had no 
such expectation, but God had.  The greatness of John lies in his recognition of the limitation 
concerning his own task and his recognition of the coming Messiah.  The greatness of Jesus 
lies in his recognition of the importance of John’s activity in the fulfilment of God’s plan.  The 
narrative of Mt 3, 13―17 shows the cooperation between John’s movement and Jesus, the leader 
of the New Israel.
3． Τότε προσέρχονται αὐτῷ οἱ μαθηταὶ Ἰωάννου λέγοντες・διὰ τί ἡμεῖς καὶ οἱ Φαρισαῖοι νηστεύομεν [πολλά], οἱ 
δὲ μαθηταί σου οὐ νηστεύουσιν; (Mt 9, 14)
Then the disciples of John came to Him, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do 
not fast?” 20
　 Matthew, after the presentation of Jesus in Mt 1―2 and John in Mt 3, 1―12, as well as the 
presentation of the encounter between Jesus and John in Mt 3, 13―17, for a considerable period 
in his narrative concentrates exclusively on Jesus’ activities (Mt 4, 1― 9, 36) which mostly 
concern his teaching (Mt 5, 1―7, 29) and the miracles (Mt 8, 1―9, 38).  In Mt 9, 1―8, the scribes’ 
19 J. Homerski, Ewangelia według Św. Mateusza [Gospel According to Mark], Pallotinum 2004, Poznań, p. 110.
20 The full text:14 Then the disciples of John came to Him, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do not 
fast?”15 And Jesus said to them, “The attendants of the bridegroom cannot mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them, 
can they? But the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.16 But no one puts a 
patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment; for the patch pulls away from the garment, and a worse tear results17 nor do 
men put new wine into old wineskins; otherwise the wineskins burst, and the wine pours out, and the wineskins are ruined; 
but they put new wine into fresh wineskins, and both are preserved.” (Mt 9,14―17 NAS)
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negative opinion about Jesus’ action (Mt 9, 3) is presented, and in Mt 9, 9―13, the Pharisees 
complain to Jesus’ disciples about Jesus’s behavior (Mt 9, 11), the narrative of Mt 9, 14―17, 
although it is the third account of open criticism included in this section, however, it is the only 
case of direct criticism about the behaviour of Jesus’ disciples (Mt 9, 14―17) that is directly 
addressed to Jesus by the disciples of John21.  Although this case does not directly concern the 
relationship between Jesus and John, however, it is the first presentation of differences between 
these two messianic movements.  The difference presented here regards fasting, which was 
strictly and frequently practiced by the disciples of John and the Pharisees, but not so 
frequently by the disciples of Jesus22.  This account places John’s messianic movement among 
other religious groups (the Pharisees and the Scribes) that oppose Jesus’ movement.  While in 
the case of the Pharisees and the Scribes it concerns doctrinal and social aspects of Jesus’ 
actions, in the case of the John’s disciples the criticism against Jesus concerns the way of 
realization of the mission, which was considered by John’s followers as not being sufficient to 
meet Jewish religious expectations.  This problem is used by Matthew to show Jesus’ 
understanding of the identity of His messianic movement which differs fundamentally from all 
movements that had appeared in Judaism before the time of Jesus (Mt 9, 15―17).
　 Summing up: the issue presented in Mt 9, 14―17 serves in Matthew’s narrative to indicate 
the difference between Jesus’ and John’s messianic movements, which, despite common aims, 
realized God’s plan in different ways.
4．Ὁ δὲ Ἰωάννης ἀκούσας ἐν τῷ δεσμωτηρίῳ τὰ ἔργα τοῦ Χριστοῦ πέμψας διὰ τῶν μαθητῶν αὐτοῦ (Mt 11, 2)
Now when John in prison heard of the works of Christ, he sent word by his disciples,23
After the presentation of the criticism by John’s disciples concerning by Jesus’ disciples’ 
neglect of the obligation of fasting (Mt 9, 14―17), Matthew in his account of the relationship 
between John and Jesus goes on to recount the more astounding narrative regarding John’s 
21 In the Gospel of Luke, this problem is presented by Pharisees (Lk 5, 33) and in the Gospel of Mark, it is presented by 
people (Mk 2, 18). G. R. Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Matthew, p. 341.
 Although, the criticism from John’s disciples is the third case in a row, however, in the presentation of the relationship 
between Jesus and John is the first presentation where the complementary cooperation in the realization of God’s plan 
by John and Jesus indicates also relevant differences in the practical realization of the plan by each of these two 
messianic movements.  W.D. Davies, D.C. Allison, The Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Gospel to Saint 
Matthew II, p. 108. 
22 Although the question of fasting is the only reason for the controversy between John’s disciples and Jesus recorded by 
Matthew it is quite possible that this was not the only source of differences between these two movements.
23 The whole text: 2 Now when John in prison heard of the works of Christ, he sent word by his disciples,3 and said to Him, “Are 
You the Expected One, or shall we look for someone else?” 4 And Jesus answered and said to them, “Go and report to John 
what you hear and see: 5 the blind receive sight and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead 
are raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them.6 “And blessed is he who keeps from stumbling over Me.” (Mt 
11, 2―6 NAS)
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doubts about Jesus (Mt 11, 2―6)24.  The background of the narrative is John’s imprisonment (Mt 
11, 2), which indirectly indicates the end of John’s mission activity (but not the end of John’s 
messianic movement).  This background is of critical importance for understanding John’s 
question, which may come from recognition of the fact that his movement was left without a 
leader, or from some reports about Jesus’ activities25.  If the reports theory is preferred, the 
doubts come from the controversial attitude of Jesus and his disciples, schematically presented 
in Mt 9, 14―17.  John’s question strongly suggests that he considers it possible that a Messiah 
other than Jesus of Nazareth would appear (Mt 11, 3)26.  To this question, Jesus answered with 
the suggestion that the disciples should deliver to John another report that is based on their own 
observation (“what you have heard and seen”) of the eschatological signs performed by Jesus.  It 
seems that Matthew’s aim concerns the contradiction between the report presented in Mt 11, 2 
(that was most probably negative or ambivalent) and the report of Jesus in Mt 11, 4―5 
(concerning the messianic signs).  Jesus indirectly shows that this is the eschatological time and 
that He is the Messiah who was awaited.  In this context, Jesus’ words in Mt 11, 6 are a kind of 
challenge addressed to John (directly) and his disciples (indirectly) that asks for their decision 
to follow or not to follow27.  This interpretation of Mt 11, 2―6 forces us to pay more attention to an 
interpretation favored by some Church Fathers, that John’s question was motivated by care 
about the future of his messianic movement.  This kind of interpretation seems to be suggested 
by the following subsection (Mt 11, 7―19) where Jesus gives a positive witness to John, who is 
recognized as “Elijah” (Mt 11, 14).  If Matthew’s purpose at Mt 3, 2―6 was to critique John and 
his movement, he would not include the narrative containing a positive evaluation of Jesus’ 
herald (Mt 11, 7―19) immediately after the presentation of his doubts.  Matthew’s account of the 
relationship between Jesus and John has not merely a historiographical character, it has also an 
aim that in our opinion concerns the assimilation of the members of John’s messianic movement 
into Jesus’ messianic movement.  This assumption is proven correct by the narrative concerning 
24 The section Mt 11, 2―16, 20 also contains an account of negative evaluation of Jesus’ activities that comes from the 
leader of the society (Mt 12, 24) and the people (Mt 16, 13―14), which is balanced by Jesus disciples’ confession (Mt 
16, 16). Note, that this section starts with the narrative concerning John’s doubts. J.D. Kingsbury, Matthew as Story, 
Fortress Press1988, Philadelphia, pp. 7476.
25 The first supposition is the interpretation preferred by Theodore of Mopsuestia. M. Simonetti, (ed.) Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture. Matthew 1―13, InterVarsity Press 2001, Downer Grove, pp. 218―218. The second supposition 
is strongly suggested by Mt 9, 14―17 if Matthew’s presentation of the relationship between Jesus and John is 
considered.
 Note, that Matthew has indicated John’s imprisonment in Mt 4, 12, but until Mt 11, 2, he makes no mention of John’s 
doubts. It is possible to assume that this approach by Matthew shows his narrative strategy in the presentation of the 
relationship between Jesus and John, where first his disciples expressed criticism about Jesus’ mission attitude (Mt 9, 
14―14), and then John himself raised his doubts in Mt 11, 3 (probably based on his disciples’ reports).
26 Indirectly, it supports the interpretation of the revelation in Mt 3, 16―17 as a private event, because if the event also 
included John, his doubts in Mt 11, 3 should be interpreted not only as his losing faith in Jesus’ messianic dignity, but 
also as opposition to divine revelation, which is not the aim of Matthew’s narrative strategy.
27 Mitch and Sri interpret Mt 11, 6 as encouragement for John. C. Mitch, E. Sri, The Gospel of Matthew, Baker Academic 
2010, Grand Rapids, p. 152.
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Jesus’ witness to John and his movement (Mt 11, 7―19)28.  Jesus’ witness begins with a chain of 
rhetorical questions (Mt 11, 7―8) that do not need answers, but they are necessary to remind 
the people of their reasons for following John.  The reason is explicitly given in Mt 11, 9 and it 
concerns John as the prophet.  This dignity is immediately amplified by a more specific 
description giving a picture of God’s messenger who prepares the nation for the coming of the 
Messiah (Mt 11, 9―10), that corresponds to the prophecy from Mal 3, 1.  After the scriptural 
characterization of John, Jesus presents the social characteristic of John, namely his eminent 
status within Jewish society which exceeds all other great figures of the Jewish nation (Mt 11, 
11)29.  However, this high evaluation of John’s earthly ministry is subordinated by Jesus to the 
highest reality, namely the kingdom of heaven, where John is counted as being lower than the 
lowest.  In this way Matthew’s Jesus does not reduce the importance of John; He merely shows 
the ontological difference between this earthly religious reality and the kingdom of heaven30. 
This comparative approach is like John’s comparison of his baptism by water and Jesus’ 
baptism in the Holy Spirit (Mt 3, 11).  The next step in the progressing evaluation of John by 
Jesus requires interchanging verse 13 and verse 12, making the passage (Mt 11, 12―13) more 
logical31.  In Mt 11, 13 Jesus states that the Prophets and the Law were in force until the 
beginning of John the Baptist’s activity, which logically means that the eschatological times 
began with the appearance of John, who despite the fact that he is only servant to the Messiah, 
is the one who initiated the realization of the kingdom of heaven32.  Jesus gives credit to John as 
the one who opened the possibility to enter the kingdom of heaven to everybody who repents 
(Mt 11, 12)33.  The activity of John is recognized by Jesus as being equal in its contribution to 
the nation to that made by the prophet Elijah (Mt 11, 14), which underlines its critical 
importance for Jewish society34.  However, in the opinion of Jesus, the Jewish nation (at least in 
part) rejected John because of his strictness, and this nation (in part) will reject Jesus on the 
basis of his “liberal appearance”, which de facto is a direct criticism of the Jewish nation that is 
28 Mitch and Sri rightly point to the fact that Mt 11, 7―19 is “the mirror opposite” of Mt 11, 2―6 where John gave witness 
to Jesus, but now Jesus is giving witness to John. C. Mitch, E. Sri, The Gospel of Matthew, p. 153.
29 F. Filson, The Gospel According to St Matthew, p. 138.
30 Harrington presents a different opinion. D. J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew, Liturgical Press 2007, Collegeville, p. 
11.
31 Compared to the version in the Gospel according to Matthew, in Luke’s Gospel similar verses are given in reverse 
order.  W.D. Davies, D.C. Allison, The Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Gospel to Saint Matthew II, p. 253.
32 J. Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, p. 459.
33 For various possibilities of interpretation of Mt 11, 12―13, cf.  D.A. Hagner, Matthew 1―13, pp. 306―308. Hagner 
interprets Mt 11, 12 in a context of suffering and persecution, which means that he prefers a negative meaning of the 
phrase ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν βιάζεται, καὶ βιασταὶ ἁρπάζουσιν αὐτήν. Contrary to this Paciorek prefers a positive 
meaning for this phase. A. Paciorek, Gospel of the Matthew, p. 502. Cf. also D.S. Dapaah, The Relationship between John 
the Baptist and Jesus of Nazareth. A Critical Study, University Press of America 2005, Lanham, pp. 119― 124.
34 Hagner recognizes that “John serves as a transition to the new” but he “himself was [not] the goal of the Old 
Testament”. D.A. Hagner, Matthew 1―13, p. 308.
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unwilling to repent35.
　 Summing up: in Mt 11, 2―19 Matthew includes two witnesses; the first concerns John’s 
doubts about Jesus’ messianic identity (Mt 11, 2―6); the second regards Jesus’ positive 
evaluation of John’s activities, which however contains some limitations concerning John’s 
achievements (Mt 11, 7―19).  In this way Matthew presents the relationship not only between 
Jesus and John, but also between the two movements created by them.  Seen from this 
perspective, it is possible to say that John and his movement had serious doubts (directly 
expressed) about Jesus and his movement, to which Jesus answered, not with any defense or 
explanation, but with signs that attested the divine origin of his movement, despite its 
controversial aspects.  That makes the presentation (Mt 11, 2―6) of Jesus’ messianic movement 
to be positive for the readers since it is proven by signs that belong to the eschatological times.  
In Jesus’ evaluation of John and his movement (Mt 11, 7―19), there are many positive aspects of 
John and his activities included (he is the greatest among men; he is Elijah, etc.), however, the 
limitation of his achievement are indicated and its subordinate nature to the activities of Jesus 
and his movement is also presented (Mt 11, 11).  In this way, Matthew gives the reader a clear 
indication of the true nature of the messianic movement.
5． καὶ εἶπεν τοῖς παισὶν αὐτοῦ・ οὗτός ἐστιν Ἰωάννης ὁ βαπτιστής・ αὐτὸς ἠγέρθη ἀπὸ τῶν νεκρῶν καὶ διὰ τοῦτο 
αἱ δυνάμεις ἐνεργοῦσιν ἐν αὐτῷ. (Mt 14, 2)
and said to his servants, “This is John the Baptist; he has risen from the dead; and that is why miraculous 
powers are at work in him.” 36
After the culmination of the presentation of the relationship between Jesus and John in Mt 11, 
2―19, Matthew precedes with four other evaluations of John given by four different groups and 
in different contexts, but sharing the same characteristic, where John’s dignity as a prophet is 
underscored.  The first is the testimony of the tetrarch Herod (Mt 14, 1―12), for whom Jesus is 
35 Note that the same accusation that is addressed to John in Mt 11, 19 was also addressed to Jesus (Mt 9, 34; Mt 12, 24; 
Mt 10, 25). Jesus and John stand for the kingdom of heaven, and they were both rejected. W. Wink, John the Baptist in 
the Gospel Tradition, Wipf and Stock Publishers 2000, New York, p. 35.
36 The whole text: At that time Herod the tetrarch heard the news about Jesus,2 and said to his servants, “This is John the 
Baptist; he has risen from the dead; and that is why miraculous powers are at work in him.” 3 For when Herod had John 
arrested, he bound him, and put him in prison on account of Herodias, the wife of his brother Philip.4 For John had been 
saying to him, “It is not lawful for you to have her.” 5 And although he wanted to put him to death, he feared the multitude, 
because they regarded him as a prophet.6 But when Herod’s birthday came, the daughter of Herodias danced before them 
and pleased Herod.7 Thereupon he promised with an oath to give her whatever she asked.8 And having been prompted by 
her mother, she said, “Give me here on a platter the head of John the Baptist.” 9 And although he was grieved, the king 
commanded it to be given because of his oaths, and because of his dinner guests.10 And he sent and had John beheaded in 
the prison.11 And his head was brought on a platter and given to the girl; and she brought it to her mother.12 And his 
disciples came and took away the body and buried it; and they went and reported to Jesus. (Mt 14, 1―12 NAS)
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“John the Baptist risen from dead” (Mt 14, 2)37.  This statement appears as the introduction to 
Matthew’s retrospective account concerning John’s beheading by Herod (Mt 14, 3―12), which 
contains the information that the people considered John to be a prophet (Mt 14, 5).  Although 
this characterization of John was already presented in Matthew’s narrative by Jesus (Mt 11, 9), 
here it is given as the general conviction of the people, which even the tetrarch had to consider 
in his attitude towards John.  In this way, Matthew in his narrative set John as an eminent and 
influential person with considerable impact on social life that was not limited only to the lower 
levels of society.
However, the more peculiar aspect is Herod’s statement concerning Jesus as John the Baptist 
risen from the dead (Mt 14, 2). His statement οὗτός ἐστιν Ἰωάννης ὁ βαπτιστής・ αὐτὸς ἠγέρθη ἀπὸ 
τῶν νεκρῶν καὶ διὰ τοῦτο αἱ δυνάμεις ἐνεργοῦσιν ἐν αὐτῷ-this is John the Baptist; he has risen from 
the dead; and that is why miraculous powers are at work in him, shows three important opinions 
about Jesus of Nazareth. It will be more useful if in our analysis of this passage we start with 
the last part of the statement (that is why miraculous powers are at work in him), because most 
probably this is the reason for Herod’s sharing his opinion with the servants (Mt 14, 1―2).  The 
starting point is the fact that Jesus performed miracles, unlike John the Baptist who did not38. 
This shows that the power of Jesus exceeds the power of John, and an explanation needs to be 
given showing the source of the Jesus’ power39.  In the opinion of Herod, that power comes 
from the fact of his resurrection (he has risen from the dead) which is a point of view closer to 
the doctrine accepted by some Jews, rather than offering spiritualistic explanations, such as 
some form of reincarnation, or psychological interpretations underlying Herod’s fears40.  In this 
way, Herod shows his belief in resurrection from the dead, and he connects the miracles, not 
with human ability, but with a source that is of divine origin, which in this particularly case is 
the event of the resurrection41.  This conviction led Herod to the conclusion that Jesus of 
Nazareth is John the Baptist following the typology of Elijah and John the Baptist.  As John the 
Baptist is the Elijah who had to appear before the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth is the one who 
should appear after John the Baptist, and whom Herod recognized as John the Baptist 
resurrected.  This statement by Herod may be understood as a presentation of the different 
divine power that was at work in John the Baptist and in Jesus of Nazareth42.
　 Summing up: Matthew in Mt 14, 2―12 offers the opinion of an eminent person in Jewish 
37 Matthew speaks here about Herod Antipas, the tetrarch of Galilee and Perea from AD 4―39. He was son of Herod the 
Great and Malthace, the brother of Herod Archelaus. H.W. Horhner, Herodian Dynasty, in: Dictionary of New 
Testament Background, C.A. Evans & S. E. Porter (eds), InterVersity Press 2000, Downer Grove, pp. 485―494.
38 F. Filson, The Gospel According to St Matthew, p. 168.
39 Mt 14, 2 indicates in an indirect way that for Herod the resurrection from the dead empowered John. C. Mitch, E. Sri, 
The Gospel of Matthew, p. 187.
40 D.A. Hagner, Matthew 14―28, p. 411; G. R. Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Matthew, p. 557.
41 D. Patte, The Gospel According to Matthew. Structural Commentary on Matthew’s Faith, Fortress Press 1987, Philadelphia, p. 208.
42 This interpretation is partly based on Origen’s interpretation of Mt 14, 2. M. Simonetti, (ed.) Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture. Matthew 14―28, InterVarsity Press 2002, Downer Grove, p. 2.
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society, Herod Antipas, the tetrarch of Galilee and Perea, places where Jesus’ activities began. 
According to Herod, Jesus’ activities exceeded that of John, because of the miracles performed 
by Jesus.  However, Herod thinks that the same divine power was at work in Jesus which was 
working in John, except that the divine power in Jesus is related by Herod Antipas to the act of 
resurrection (Mt 14, 2)43.  The narrative also offers an opportunity for Matthew to repeat the 
statement concerning John’s dignity, that is presented in the form of the common conviction of 
the people (Mt 14, 5).
6．οἱ δὲ εἶπαν・οἱ μὲν Ἰωάννην τὸν βαπτιστήν, ἄλλοι δὲ Ἠλίαν, ἕτεροι δὲ Ἰερεμίαν ἢ ἕνα τῶν προφητῶν. (Mt 16, 14)
And they said, “Some say John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; but still others, Jeremiah, or one of the 
prophets.” 44
　 Another mention of John the Baptist is included in the narrative concerning Peter’s confession 
about the dignity of Jesus (Mt 16, 13―20), which is the second account (Mt 14, 33) in Matthew’s 
Gospel in which Jesus’ dignity by acknowledged by his disciples (Mt 16, 16).  This confession is 
elicited by Jesus’ provocative question “who do people say the Son of Man is?” to which the 
disciples answer with various possibilities, including also John the Baptist, among other prophets 
(Mt 16, 14)45.  It makes John to be the people’s candidate for the dignity of “the Son of Man”, a 
title that should be understand as equivalent to “Messiah”46.  Lack of Jesus’ name in the disciples’ 
report indirectly points to the fact that Jesus was not widely recognized by the people as meriting 
the title “the Son of Man”, and is an indication that this is one of the purposes of the narrative of 
Mt 11, 2―16, 20.  Contrary to the people’s common opinion about Jesus, His disciples confessed 
firmly that He is the Messiah, and He is the Son of God (Mt 16, 16), which makes this verse to be 
one of the most important theological statements included in Matthew Gospel47.  Jesus’ 
43 F. Filson, The Gospel According to St Matthew, p. 169.
44 The full text:13 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, He began asking His disciples, saying, “Who do 
people say that the Son of Man is?” 14 And they said, “Some say John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; but still others, Jeremiah, 
or one of the prophets.” 15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” 16 And Simon Peter answered and said, “Thou 
art the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 17 And Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because 
flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven.18 And I also say to you that you are Peter, and 
upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades shall not overpower it.19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom 
of heaven; and whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you shall loose on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven.” 20 Then He warned the disciples that they should tell no one that He was the Christ. (Mt 16, 13―20 NAS)
45 Note that the Gospel of Mark (Mt 8, 27) and Luke (Mt 9, 18) instead of the phrase the Son of Man have personal 
pronoun “I”. On the one hand this explains the reason for the grammatical form of Jesus’ question in Mt 16, 15 (“but 
who do you say that I am?” ), and on the other hand it points to the different understanding of Jesus by the people, and 
Jesus’ disciples’ recognition of their leader. When people do not consider Jesus as the Son of Man his disciples, in the 
person of Peter, recognize Him as the Messiah, the Son of God (Mt 16, 16). G. R. Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on 
the New Testament. Matthew, p. 625.
46 J. Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, pp. 658―659.
47 Peter answered not only for himself, but also for the Twelve. It is the second time (Mt 14, 33) when the disciples 
confess Jesus’ dignity as “the Son of God”. D. A. Hagner, Matthew 14―28, pp. 468―469.
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explanation of Peter’s confession as being something revealed to him by God (Mt 16, 17) points 
to the twelve as those who finally recognized the dignity of Jesus that was revealed by God after 
Jesus’ baptism (Mt 3, 16―17).
　 Summing up: the narrative of Mt 16, 13―20 shows that according to the common opinion of 
the Jews, Jesus was not counted among the candidates for the title “the Son of Man”, which for 
the readers familiar with Matthew’s introduction of Jesus in Mt 1―2 is obviously a mistake on 
the part of the Jews.  On the contrary, John the Baptist seems to be the strongest candidate for 
this title, which points to his great reputation among the Jews.  This was not limited to his 
earthly life, but it grew even stronger after his death, and it continued as John’s messianic 
movement.  To this opinion of the Jews, Peter answered with a direct, fully developed 
theological statement that Jesus is the Messiah, and the Son of God, which clearly contradicts 
the titles associated with John the Baptist.  In the context of the Peter’s confession his words 
may be paraphrased as “you, not John, are the Messiah”.
7．τότε συνῆκαν οἱ μαθηταὶ ὅτι περὶ Ἰωάννου τοῦ βαπτιστοῦ εἶπεν αὐτοῖς.(Mt 17, 13)
Then the disciples understood that He had spoken to them about John the Baptist.48
　 The next presentation of the relationship between John the Baptist and Jesus is placed in the 
narrative of the discussion between Jesus and the disciples who were present with Him on the 
mountain (Mt 17, 1―9), regarding the necessity of Elijah appearance before the revealing of the 
Messiah (Mt 17, 11)49.  Confirmation by Jesus of this common conviction among the people 
shows His full understanding of the role of John in the realization of God’s plan, where John the 
Baptism is likened to Elijah (Mt 17, 12), showing his contribution to preparing the nation for the 
coming of the Messiah50.  According to Jesus, John the Baptist was not recognized as Elijah, 
which may seem surprising when we consider the previous accounts expressing John’s 
evaluation by people (Mt 16, 14).  However, the third person plural “they” does not refer to the 
people (Jews) in general, but to a particular group that can be identified based on the question 
48 The full text: And six days later Jesus took with Him Peter and James and John his brother and brought them up to a high 
mountain by themselves.2 And He was transfigured before them; and His face shone like the sun, and His garments became 
as white as light.3 And behold, Moses and Elijah appeared to them, talking with Him.4 And Peter answered and said to 
Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here; if You wish, I will make three tabernacles here, one for You, and one for Moses, and 
one for Elijah.” 5 While he was still speaking, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them; and behold, a voice out of the 
cloud, saying, “This is My beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased; listen to Him!” 6 And when the disciples heard this, 
they fell on their faces and were much afraid.7 And Jesus came to them and touched them and said, “Arise, and do not be 
afraid.” 8 And lifting up their eyes, they saw no one, except Jesus Himself alone.9 And as they were coming down from the 
mountain, Jesus commanded them, saying, “Tell the vision to no one until the Son of Man has risen from the dead.” (Mt 
17, 1―9 NAS)
49 The conviction is based on the prophesy in Ml 3, 23―24 concerning the events preceding the Day of Yahweh. J. 
Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, pp. 707―708.
50 Hagner interpreted the phrase “will restore all things” as John’s preparatory work of repentance and renewal. D.A. 
Hagner, Matthew 14―28, p. 499.
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addressed to Jesus by his disciple (Mt 17, 10) where the scribes are mentioned explicitly51.  This 
group were not yet mentioned directly by Matthew on the question of the relationship between 
John and Jesus, however, in the short narrative of Mt 17, 10―13 they are connected to John (Mt 
17, 12a) by the past event, and to Jesus (Mt 17, 12b) by the future event.  According to Jesus, the 
scribes in some way harmed John, and in the similar way will also harm Him (Mt 17, 12).  To 
what kind of harm is Jesus referring? There is no trace of the scribes’ opposition to John the 
Baptist, but there is clear evidence of the scribes’ opposition to Jesus.  This seems to exclude 
the possibility that the scribes were involved in death of John in the same way as they were 
involved in death of Jesus.  In our opinion, the only possible harm that the scribes could do to 
both John or Jesus is their lack of recognition of the true dignity of each of them.  They probably 
thought that John was the Messiah (sharing the view of the people), and they will think that 
Jesus is not the Messiah (sharing the view of the Sanhedrin)52.  Both opinions were mistaken 
interpretations of the prophesies concerning the eschatological times, which also indirectly 
shows their evil will or their lack of competence as professional interpreters of the Scripture.
The last narrative statement in the section (Mt 17, 13) shows that Jesus’ disciples understood 
correctly the relationship between John and Jesus, where John (Elijah) precedes Jesus, and 
Jesus is the anointed One (the Messiah), which indirectly points to the fact that the disciples 
are gradually coming to a recognition of Jesus as the “suffering servant of God” 53.
　 Summing up: the main point of this narrative is to show the scribes’ failure to recognize John 
the Baptist as the new Elijah, and Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah, which, from a sociological 
perspective, is the direct reason for the failure of the nation to recognize the eschatological 
times.  This makes John and Jesus to be part of the same plan, in which each of them plays a 
significant but dif ferent role in its fulfilment.  The indirect message for Jesus’ disciples 
concerns the fact that John was not the Messiah, but that he was the new Elijah.
8． ἐὰν δὲ εἴπωμεν・ἐξ ἀνθρώπων, φοβούμεθα τὸν ὄχλον, πάντες γὰρ ὡς προφήτην ἔχουσιν τὸν Ἰωάννην.(Mt 21, 26)
“But if we say, from men, we fear the multitude; for they all hold John to be a prophet.” 54
51 D. Patte, The Gospel According to Matthew, p. 239.
52 Concerning the four possibilities regarding the relationship between Elijah (John the Baptist) and Israel (in very 
general terms) proposed by Joshua Caleb, it is possible to say that “Elijah presented himself well, but Israel rejects 
him”, which is precisely the last topic mentioned regarding John the Baptist in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 21, 23―27). J. 
Caleb, The Return of Elijah, John the Baptist, and Jesus, iUnivers 2006, Lincoln, pp. 1―7.
53 D. J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew, pp. 255―256.
54 The full text: 23 And when He had come into the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to Him as He was 
teaching, and said, “By what authority are You doing these things, and who gave You this authority?” 24 And Jesus answered 
and said to them, “I will ask you one thing too, which if you tell Me, I will also tell you by what authority I do these things.25 
The baptism of John was from what source, from heaven or from men?” And they began reasoning among themselves, 
saying, “If we say, from heaven, he will say to us, “then why did you not believe him?” 26 “but if we say, from men, we fear the 
multitude; for they all hold John to be a prophet.” 27 And answering Jesus, they said, “We do not know.” He also said to them, 
“Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things”. (Mt 21, 23―27 NAS)
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　 The context of the last mention of John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel is the narrative 
regarding Jesus arguing with the members of the Sanhedrin about the authority of Jesus’ 
activity in the Temple (Mt 21, 23―27).  This most probably refers to Jesus’ cleansing of the 
Temple that occurred the day before the interrogation, according to Matthew’s narrative55. 
Jesus is asked to present the source of his authority for his action in the Temple, which 
obviously does not come either from the Sanhedrin or from any political authority56.  The 
question is a kind of trap because Jesus is not able to point to any earthly authority that could 
possibly justify his cleansing of the Temple57.  However, Jesus has the authority that could 
justify his action, but before this authority can be revealed, the good will of the Sanhedrin must 
be tested.  For this purpose, Jesus asked the question concerning the source of John’s authority 
(Mt 21, 24), which obviously came from heaven (God) and it was recognized by people (Mt 21, 
26), but not necessarily by the authorities of the Temple (Mt 21, 25).  It offers important 
information regarding John’s recognition by the Sanhedrin (in Matthew’s Gospel), which 
seems to be far from affirmative58.  It seems that according to Matthew the Temple authorities 
did not recognize John, and the mention of the Sadducees asking John for baptism should be 
taken as an exceptional case.  After presenting the scribes as the opponents of John (in an 
indirect way), Matthew now shows that the Sanhedrin is opposed to John in a direct way.  What 
is true about John in Mt 16, 13―20 and in Mt 17, 23―27 is also (or will be) true about Jesus.  In 
this way, Matthew in the last presentation of the relationship between Jesus and John indicates 
that despite the differences between their dignity and the purpose of their appearances, both of 
them play a significant role in fulfilling the God’s plan, and both of them were rejected for that 
reason by the religious leaders of Judaism.  Indirectly, Jesus affirms that John the Baptist’s 
activity was of divine origin, although with a preparatory character when compared to the 
activity of Jesus.  In the last two narratives regarding the relationship of Jesus and John (Mt 16, 
13―20; Mt 17, 23―27), Matthew makes a considerable effort to show the similarities between 
John and Jesus, and their roles in fulfilling God’s plan, and their reception by Jewish society.
　 Summing up: the last account of the relationship between John and Jesus contains already 
known characteristics of John, where his dignity as Elijah and the divine origin of his activities 
are presented.  The new information concerns the fact that John was rejected also by the 
Sanhedrin, who refused to acknowledge the divine origin of his activity.  In this way, Matthew 
indirectly shows that one of the reasons for non-recognition of Jesus by the Sanhedrin was their 
prior non-recognition of John the Baptist.
55 D. A. Hagner, Matthew 14―28, p. 609.
56 A. Paciorek, Gospel of the Matthew 14―28, p. 333.
57 C. Mitch, E. Sri, The Gospel of Matthew, pp. 275―276.
58 It also justifies the harsh words use by John toward the Sadducees in Mt 3, 7―8.
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Conclusion
　 In presenting the relationship between Jesus of Nazareth and John the Baptist, Matthew 
gives more attention to John’s attitude to Jesus than to Jesus’ attitude to John.  Matthew’s John 
is a very influential figure within the contemporary Jewish society, ranking among the prophets 
of old, who sees himself as an important figure in the coming eschatological times, but not as 
the Messiah or leader of the nation.  He was the first of the Jews to recognize Jesus of Nazareth 
as the promised Messiah, and was subordinated to His will, despite some doubts arising from 
the contrast between John’s expectation about Messiah and Jesus’ real attitude as the Messiah. 
John was constantly in dialog with Jesus, trying to make sense of the puzzling manner of His 
messianic activity.  Since John was the leader of the messianic movement (at least in the eyes of 
some important Jews), his relationship with Jesus may be taken as expressing the relationship 
between two messianic movements, where John’s movement has considerable expectations of 
Jesus’ movement regarding the renovation of the nation.  However, this expectation was 
challenged by the Jesus’ movement, which appeared controversial not only to the Jewish 
religious and political establishment, but also to the closely related messianic movement of 
John the Baptist.
　 Matthew’s Jesus is the true Messiah, who recognized importance of John the Baptist’s 
movement, praising it highly, and to some necessary extent even subordinating Himself to it. 
However, Jesus shows the limitation of Johns’ activity and its preparatory character.  Matthew’s 
Jesus does not consider John the Baptist’s movement to be on the same level as His movement. 
This does not mean that Jesus looked down on John’s movement.  Jesus understood perfectly 
that John’s movement was temporary, and that its purpose was to lead people to recognize 
Jesus’ movement as the true one.  For this reason, Matthew’s Jesus was in constant dialog with 
the movement of John the Baptist, in order to convince not only John’s disciples and John 
himself, but eventually also Matthew’s readers.
　 Matthew presents the relationship between Jesus and John and their movements as similar 
in their purpose (the realization of the will of God, but on different levels) but different in the 
manner the way of achieving that purpose.  There are several similarities and differences, 
which make impossible for these two movements to achieve their common purpose in the same 
fashion.
